How Hierarchical Views
Of the Church Emerge

by Ron Walden

In a recent “Report to
the Church” printed
in the Review and Herald, Robert Pierson out-
lined the position of the Adventist leadership
with regard to a number of lawsuits in
California involving the denomination. This
article assured church members that no
change in church organization was under
way, in spite of the presence in the denomina-
tion’s court briefs of some rather unusual
language, such as “hierarchy” to refer to Ad-
ventist polity and “first minister” or ‘“‘first
elder” to refer to the General Conference
president. As it happens, the briefs and af-
fidavits filed by our church leaders and their
lawyers are full of theology. These leaders
placed on public record a long compendium
of Adventist doctrine and life. At the heart of
the doctrinal statement is a fairly clear view
of the church, which all the legal documents,
and Elder Pierson’s Review article as well,
express or at least presuppose. That theologi-
cal picture of the church is the subject of the
present essay.

So this is not a summary of the litigation
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itself (for that see pp. 23-25 of this issue). Nor
is it a discussion of the important issue of
simple justice involved in the Merikay case
nor of the caricatures of women which still
tyrannize us. Instead, it is a series of musings
about the idea of the church which Elder
Pierson and his associates have made their
own.

It took a dispute to force the leadership to
trace the outlines of a doctrine of the church
more clearly, but that should be no surprise.
In Christian history, conflict is the mother of
doctrinal clarity. The first doctrine ever offi-
cially legislated by the Christian church—in
other words, the first “dogma” —had to do
with the full divinity of Jesus, which was
defined at a council called to calm an uproari-
ous controversy. Without Arius, there
would have been no Council of Nicea and no
clear doctrine of the divinity of Christ. Of
course, the church had acted all along as if
Christ was divine; it had prayed to him from
the beginning, after all, much to the scandal
of the Jews; but only in A.D. 325, after a
battle to the death with Arianism, did the
orthodox party declare that He was “one in
substance with the Father.” So, in our cen-
tury, it is no surprise when a controversy
spawns a clearer Adventist doctrine of the
church than calm ever did.
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Nor is it unusual for a clearer theory of the
church to emerge from a struggle with the
state. If conflict in general sharpens doctrinal
clarity, conflict with civil authority in par-
ticular hones the edges of the church’s teach-
ing about its own nature. At least that is what
history seems to show. The first theories of
the church concentrated on the prerogatives
of'its central authority when these were chal-
lenged by kings. It was during the “Investi-
ture Controversies”” between the Gregorian
popes and the German emperors in the last
half of the eleventh century that the first full
theological accounts of papal office and
power were written.! The bone of conten-
tion was who would get to name bishops—
the church or the state. At one point, the
dispute climaxed in the unforgettable scene
described in The Great Controversy,> when
the Emperor Henry IV stood barefoot in the
snow outside the castle at Canossa awaiting
the forgiveness of Pope Gregory VII.

While the theology of the church written
around 1100 focused on papal office, around
1300 we find theological tractates on the
church as a whole; and once again these arise
from a context of church/state conflict.® This
time the issue is not who names the church’s
officers, but who controls the church’s prop-
erty. The main dramatis personae are Pope
Boniface VIII and Philip the Fair, king of
France. The most vigorous theological de-
fense of the church’s rights to its money was
Boniface’s famous bull Unam sanctam,* which
has always horrified protestants. It is quite
normal, then, that our own church too seeks
to define its nature when it thinks the state
attacks its right to name its personnel and to
do what it likes with its money .’

Another interesting
parallel is that
lawyers are the first to write a theology of the
church! In the Middle Ages, canon lawyers at
the papal court and civil lawyers at the royal
courts were the ghost-writers of the docu-
ments church leaders signed. In the 1970s,
briefs and affidavits expressing a clear and
important doctrine of the church have been
drafted by lawyers and then submitted by (or
on behalf of) church leaders. So, it is proba-
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bly not fair for us to draw firm conclusions
about the theology in the briefs from the
interesting linguistic clues offered by the
choice of vocabulary and phrasing. Indeed,
Elder Pierson has asked us not to do so,®
because the church’s lawyers are not all Ad-
ventists. But surely the ideas in the briefs and
affidavits are the leadership’s own, even if the
language is not.”

The church leaders contend that the
California litigation is a dispute about reli-
gious liberty. “It is because we feel,” writes
Elder Pierson, “‘that basic issues of religious
liberty . . . are involved that we are seeking
redress.”’® The church’s opening brief in the
Merikay case makes the point even more
sharply. “The Government seeks an injunc-
tion which would control the internal affairs
of the Church and dictate the manner in
which the Church carries on God’s work in
the world.”?® In language that conveys a cre-
scendo of outraged feeling, the brief goes on
to complain of ““impermissible govern-
mental entanglement in church affairs”'® and
insists that *“‘the Church must and does take
the position that civil officers are not to cross
the threshold of Christ’s church to execute
their secular writs.””'! Indeed, the brief
claims, “religion is wholly exempt from civil
law.”'> Even when the church does obey,
“obedience to civil law is not for its own
sake; it is only one aspect of obedience to
God’s law. . . . The Church strives to com-
ply, not because it regards all or even some
civil laws as binding upon it, but solely in
obedience to the higher law of God.”’"* And,
finally, “The Church claims exemption from
all civil laws in all of its religious institutions;
although it seeks accommodation, it draws a
line of its own when dealing with Caesar.”'*

In the medieval controversies, too, the
church claimed to be defending itself against
an attack on religious liberty by the lay, civil
authorities. The arguments used by Boniface
VIII parallel the reasoning of the Seventh-day
Adventist briefs, though Boniface’s language
is even more extreme:

That laymen have been very hostile to
the clergy antiquity relates; and it is clearly
proven by the experiences of the present
time. For not content with what is their
own the laity strive for what is forbidden
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and loose the reins for things unlawful.
Nor do they prudently realize that power
over clerks or ecclesiastical persons or
goodsis forbidden them: . . .in many ways
they try to bring them into slavery, and
subject them to their authority(Clericis
laicos, A.D.1296)."

The one sword, then, should be under the
other, and temporal authority subject to
spiritual (Unam Sanctam, A.D. 1302).'¢

In both cases, the medieval and the
Adventist, “religious liberty” means free-
dom for the church, freedom to carry on
God’s work without interference. It does not
mean freedom for the individual, freedom
from coercion of one’s conscience by church
or state in matters religious. Nor does it
mean freedom for the state, freedom from
domination by the church over the life of
civil society. Rather, religious liberty means
institutional freedom for the church. Elder
Pierson says there are thrée questions in-
volved in the present litigation:

1. Does the church have the right to
determine who shall and who shall not
author the books and articles printed by
our publishing houses?

2. Does the church have the right to
structure its own system of remunerating
its workers, or does the State control this
important factor in church administra-
tion?

3. Does the church have the right to
employ whomsoever it will to carry on its
work in institutions and other areas of its
ministry? "’

Each of these questions is about the institu-
tional rights of the church.

This limited view of religious liberty was
standard in Roman Catholicism until Vatican
II. It is an extreme position, a defensive one,
staked out by a church which saw itselfunder
attack. For the sake of balance, we must con-
cede that the official modern Catholic state-
ment on the subject (the “Declaration on
Religious Liberty” of the Second Vatican
Council’®) draws on a more complete
Catholic tradition and now explicitly de-
fends, on the basis of human dignity, the
rights of all individuals and groups to hold to
and practice even erroneous religious tenets
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without coercion or interference. And, of
course, Adventists have vigorously defended
the same freedoms. But these legal docu-
ments are silent about them, since the
church’s case in the California litigation evi-
dently does not require the larger view of
religious liberty.

However, if the church concentrates on
institutional liberty for itself, as sometimes it
must, it may risk denying personal liberty for
single consciences or social liberty for the

““If the church concentrates

on institutional liberty for
itself, as sometimes it must,

it may risk denying personal
liberty for single consciences
or social liberty for the state.”’

state. The church did not, in fact, become a
puppet of the German emperors in the Mid-
dle Ages, and for that we may be glad; but it
did institute the inquisition. Just so, the Ad-
ventist church will not, we hope, be run by
the Department of Labor; but we must also
respect the freedom of conscience due to a
Merikay Silver or a Lorna Tobler.

he church’s defense

of its institutional
freedom in the California cases is also parallel
to the position of the Roman Catholic church
in its various struggles with the state. Briefly,
the line of defense is: every organization of
the church is in essence the church itself.
After the French Revolution, the Catholic
church found itself fighting against the new
anticlerical European states for control of the
schools. In that battle, the church insisted
that the schools essentially were the church,
so the state must keep its hands off them. In
the high Middle Ages, the church made simi-
lar claims for the entire clergy as a group. It
refused to concede to the state the right to try
any cleric in civil court for any offense. If he
was ordained, he was the church, and only
the church could try him! The squabble that
led to the martyrdom of Thomas Beckett in
1170 started when civil authority, in the per-
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son of an English nobleman, tried a priest for
murder and executed him. Beckett, the
Archbishop of Canterbury, never disputed
the facts of the case—everyone agreed that
the priest had done the murder—but he in-
sisted the priest should have been tried only
in church court. So he excommunicated the
nobleman, and the quarrel was on.

Similar assertions, though not so extreme,
are found in the Adventist documents.
“Those who work for the Seventh-day Ad-
ventist Church,” the opening brief in the
Merikay case contends, ‘“‘respond to a reli-
gious vocation in exactly the same sense as
does a cloistered nun. Man’s law is by its very
nature not applicable.”"® In the same vein,
the reply brief speaks throughout of “‘the
sacramental nature of the publishing minis-
try,”’?® and quotes Neal Wilson as saying that
“it is the position of the SDA church that
publishing houses are in essence the
Church.”?! Like claims are made for Advent-
ist schools in the affidavits and memorandum
submitted in the Labor Department case.

The officers of the Pacific Press and the
General Conference claim that when a reli-
gious issue is litigated, the court may ask
only two questions. The first is whether the
issue will indeed, A

fall within the definition of “‘religion”? . . .

If so, the second question arises: What does

the church say? If the church is a hierarchi-

cal one, as the Seventh-day Adventist

Churchis . . ., the resolution of the matter

by whatever body in which the church

reposes determination of ecclesiastical is-
sues is conclusive. . . . In this case, that is
the General Conference.

It is only to this extent, therefore, that
religious doctrine can be in issue in litiga-
tion: is the asserted doctrine one we recog-
nize as religious, and what do the elders say
concerning it? Beyond these two narrow
questions the Government may not go.?

In Elder Pierson’s article, he says that when
the Government does press beyond its just
limits the church may simply shut its pro-
gram down, or even pursue something like
civil disobedience!?*

In medieval times, the church’s position
required it to develop an enormous body of
church law alongside civil law. Indeed, it was
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a copy of that very Codex of Canon Law
which Martin Luther burned, along with the
papal bull excommunicating him, in the fate-
ful bonfire of December 1520. Of course, all
organizations need regulations and estab-
lished procedures. But some Adventists are
bound to regret it, if our church’s rules, writ-
ten in Working Policies and Manuals and sets
of “guidelines,” are invested with such ex-
traordinary sanctions that a “Thus say the
Elders” becomes the functional equivalent of
a “Thus says the Lord.” Sometimes, as the
passages cited above show, the church’s
court papers suggest that equivalence. Then
our policies start to look like an embryonic
canon law.

For our theological

analysis, the most
striking parallel between the classical Roman
Catholic doctrine of the church and the doc-
trine found in the Adventist court documents
is this: Both concentrate the powers and es-
sence of the church in the highest church
offices. Once again, Catholic theology went
far beyond the Adventist court papers, but
both travel in the same direction. After the
Council of Trent and up to about World War
I, Catholic doctrine of the church, or
ecclesiology, was almost reduced to “hierar-
chiology”’** or even ‘“‘papology.” Only the
pope and his assistants counted for much,
and finally, at Vatican I, an official council
conceded to the pope “immediate” and “or-
dinary” jurisdiction over every church of-
ficer and every church member, not only in
doctrinal matters but also in disciplinary
ones, and declared him infallible in his solemn
pronouncements on faith and morals.?

By contrast, other important elements of
the church were neglected, both in theology
and in official statements. Not much was
made of local churches and their place in the
divine plan, of bishops as their representa-
tives, of the laity, of diverse forms of genuine
Christianity, even of those (such as Uniate
Churches) which were loyal to the pope but
not part of the Latin Church.

Perhaps it is natural for a church on the
defensive to concentrate on the institutional

guarantees of unity, to point to these and say,
“Here is the Church.” The Catholic church
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certainly did so in the four centuries preced-
ing Vatican II: And the Adventist leadership,
in their court documents, do so as well,
though in a much weaker way. Again and
again, the papers say, “The church has de-
termined. . .” or “Itis church doctrine. . .” or
““Adventists have always taught. . .”” or “The
church has found Merikay at variance. . . .”
When one asks, Who is this “church’? the
documents have a clear answer. The church
is the General Conference:

So the term “General Conference” has

three overlapping meanings:

a. The embodiment of the Remnant
Church as a Christian denomination, in a
unified worldwide organization to which
all baptized Seventh-day Adventists owe
spiritual allegiance;

b. The actual quadrennial meeting of
delegates, the General Conference of the
Church, the only body having authority to
alter the structure of the church either in
doctrine or organization;

c. The permanent staff at world
headquarters in Washington, D.C.,
which, acting through the Executive
Committee, attends to the work of the
Church between the quadrennial confer-
ences.?®

This entire paragraph serves to explain the
clear statement which precedes it: “The Gen-
eral Conference, then, is the Seventh-day
Adventist Church.”?’

This sort of remark has an important
theological function, namely, to defend the
church’s unity. Naturally enough, that is
what the church leaders try to do in dealing
with any controversy —protect unity by ral-
lying us round the central authority. It is
quite natural, when the church seems to be
attacked, to cry, ‘“‘Press together, press to-
gether.” At such moments, it seems vital to
say that the church is its highest authority,
whether that authority be the pope or the
General Conference Executive Committee.
In times of perceived danger, there is much
talk of “the voice of God on earth.”

We must understand the unfortunate ex-
pressions “‘hierarchy’” and “first minister” in
this context. In his Review article, Elder Pier-
son comes very close to apologizing for using
such language. Even though the briefs do

Spectrum

have a section on “The Orders of Minis-
try,”?® Elder Pierson reminds us that “we do
not have various ‘orders,” with some out-
ranking others.”’?* Yet, throughout the
briefs, in the Merikay case and in the Labor
Department case, the church’s lawyers insist
that Adventist polity is “hierarchical.” In
several places in the briefs and affidavits,
Elder Pierson is called, and calls himself, the
“first minister”” of the church. Now Elder
Pierson would have us put such expressions
away, as we shall gladly do.*° Here we are
interested only in the ideas expressed by the
words. And in each case the idea seems to be
to safeguard the unity of the church by em-
phasizing its highest authority.

The idea behind the expression ‘“‘hierarchi-
cal” seems to be crucial to the church’s legal
case in the Pacific Press suit.* Evidently, the
reasoning goes like this: Merikay Silver sues
the Press for sex discrimination. If the Press
then fires Merikay, it is retaliating for her
action in bringing the suit, and such retalia-
tion is against the law. However, if the Press
“is”” the church, it has a right to hire only
Adventists in good and regular standing, and
the officials of the Press and the General Con-
ference think that anyone who sues the
churchisnotan ““Adventist in good and regu-
lar standing.” Merikay disagrees. Who de-
cides whether Merikay is “in good and regu-
lar standing?”’ Well, the church does—
everyone concedes that. But does “church”
here mean: a) the local congregation, as the
Church Manual has it, b) the Press itself,
which “is” the church according to the de-
fendants’ brief, or c) the General Conference
(meaning the Executive Committee)?

Evidently, there are (from the viewpoint
of the law) only two kinds of churches—
“hierarchical” ones, in which matters such as
membership and discipline are ultimately de-
cided by the highest authority; and “‘congre-
gational” ones, in which such matters are
settled by local congregations. The Press’s
lawyers decided we are a ‘‘hierarchical”
church, for these purposes. The Executive
Committee of the General Conference has, in
fact, found Merikay “‘at variance,” although
no procedure for such a finding is established

*On this point, see John Van Horne’s article on p. 23
of this issue.
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in the Church Manual, where questions of
discipline are left to local congregations. But
if the Adventist church is (for legal purposes)
““hierarchical,” then the Press can fire
Merikay for being a bad Adventist, because
the General Conference Committee has said
she is one. And that is not retaliation. (Ap-
parently, the mere fact that the Committee
based its finding only on Merikay’s persist-
ing in her lawsuit does not count.)

But it is not the
church’s only valu-
able quality. Another treasure of the church
is its diversity. In the theology of genuinely
congregational churches, diversity is the
great good. Local churches are the real focus,
the concrete examples of the notion
“church”; local churches show forth the
marvelous variety of the Christian message.
All believers are “priests,” officials of the
church, and if they choose some to lead out,
these act on behalf of all.*!

One flaw in congregational theory is that it
slights the New Testament teaching that a
minister’s authority (especially an apostle’s)
comes from God and can sometimes be exer-

““The documents have the effect
of emphasizing structure rather
than life, authority rather than
freedom, the organization’s
rights rather than the
individual’s.”

cised against the consent of the congregation.
Genuine hierarchical churches have the op-
posite problem. Church authority there is
said to flow downwards from God, not up-
wards from the people. So “hierarchs” tend
to forget that they act with, and sometimes
even on behalf of, the whole people of God,
that in some ways their authority depends on
their accountability to the people.

So hierarchical polities emphasize unity,
and congregational ones diversity. Hierar-
chical ministers are accountable upwards, to
God; congregational ministers downwards,
to the Christian people. As I understand Ad-
ventist history and polity, we wanted both
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unity and diversity, both accountability to
God and representative structures. So we
chose a polity combining elements of each.

Even unabashedly hierarchical churches,
such as the Roman Catholic church, have
preserved elements of diversity and con-
gregationalism. The ecclesiology of Vatican
I carefully balances universal cohesion and
local variety. It gives a place at last to the
laity, as well as the hierarchy. It glories in the
manifold riches of particular churches, even
of non-Latin rites. It proclaims the principle
of collegiality, which teaches that the pope
does not exercise his authority in isolation,
from above to below, but rather with and
surrounded by the “college” or assembly of
bishops; that bishops do not act alone in their
dioceses, but together with their college of
priests; that priests too are responsible to and
surrounded by the lay people of their
parishes. No longer (in theory at least) is
obedience and submission the great churchly
virtue. Vatican II insisted that the church’s
ministers have' responsibilities downwards
and to the side, not just upwards, and that lay
people have rights as well as duties. It is as
though the Catholics at the Council were
groping towards the kind of mixed church
organization which inspired the nineteenth-
century Adventist pioneers, while the mod-
ern Adventist leaders, in their court briefs,
painted a vision of the church something like
the one which nineteenth-century Catholics

held dear.

I am sure our denominational leaders did
not intend to create a new doctrine of the
church when they commissioned and signed
the legal documents we have reviewed. But
nevertheless, as we have seen, the documents
shift the center of gravity in the church to-
wards the ‘“hierarchical” principle and away
from the “congregational” principle. Thus
the documents have the effect of emphasizing
structure rather than life, authority rather
than freedom, the organization’s rights
rather than the individual’s. Neither pole can
be abandoned. Unity is important, but diver-
sity is, too. If diversity, individual rights,
freedom, life and the congregational princi-
ple are neglected, and only their opposite
pole emphasized, the result is a grotesque
theology of the church and a tyrannical
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church organization. Because the church’s
legal papers tend in that direction, they have

an effect on Adventist life. They are impor-

tant.

This article is not written to attack the
church leaders for causing these documents
to be placed on public record, although my
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reservations about their effect on our theol-
ogy are clear enough. Instead, I think we all
have a responsibility simply to remember that
the church is not only like Jesus’s seamless
robe, but also like Joseph’s coat of many col-
ors. For Joseph, the differences were not divi-
sive. They were beautiful.
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